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A. Open letter - Plenty of evidence - but too little will to make use of it 

Published in TESS on 2 November, 2012 | By: Iain Smith  

Dear Mr Russell, 

Would one accept in the 21st century a medical doctor who said: “I do not believe in medical science. I treat 

patients by instinct.”? Or a pilot who said: “Forget all this nonsense about GPS and radar - I fly by the seat of 

my pants.”? 

Yet the educational equivalent is heard in some school staffrooms in Scotland (and, sadly, even more in 

university common rooms). 

You must be overwhelmed with advice about classrooms, Cabinet Secretary. But is there an evidential basis 

for good practice in teaching? Some would say not. But I think there is. 

A good starting point is the research of Professor John Hattie. The work (in essence the aggregation of 

many studies) has been going on for some 20 years now, and seems robust and increasingly influential 

across the world. 

If Hattie is correct, he sheds new light on issues that have long been controversial - eg, class-size effects. A 

short (and simplified) exemplification of his messages is as follows: 

1. Those schools in which teachers set high expectations are effective in what they achieve. 

2. Concentrating on feedback (what we typically call Assessment for Learning) is very effective in 

causing large gains in student learning. 

3. Reducing class sizes is largely irrelevant to achievement. 

4. School development planning is often irrelevant to student learning. 

5. Focusing on reducing disruptive pupil behaviour is highly effective in causing gains in learning. 

6. Encouraging school students to tutor other students is good at increasing learning - for the students 

being tutored and for those doing the tutoring. 

And if I made Hattie my starting point, I would add to that list: Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam; Fenton Whelan; 

Richard Elmore; Michael Fullan. All have soundly evidence-based things to say to Scottish education. 

But how much of their work actually influences the professional development or practices of Scottish 

teachers? Black and Wiliam have had some influence. Fullan is quite well known, but mostly ignored. Sadly, 

the rest are far from being household names. 

I tried out a draft of these ideas with a very senior figure in Scottish education. He replied: “Teaching should 

be a high-reliability and high- validity profession and we should be relentless in ensuring that our young 

people experience the most informed pedagogical practice. We have been far too tolerant of amateurism. 

(We need a) culture change at all levels, including both teachers and parents, many of whom see teaching 

as being mainly about personality, content knowledge and craft.” 

In short, Cabinet Secretary, if the practice of a Curriculum for Excellence is to be put on a sound basis, we 

need some work on that agenda. 

Yours sincerely, Iain Smith 

Iain Smith was at one time a Dean of Education in the University of Strathclyde. He writes in a personal 

capacity. 



B. The Professional Learning Plan 

With the introduction of changes to Professional Review 

and Development from August 2014, we are taking the 

opportunity to further improve our CPD methods.  Whilst 

going on the occasional CPD course is all well and good, a 

more home-grown approach to professional learning will 

hopefully do more to instil effective change and growth in 

our teaching.    

Learning Circles 

Research shows that short-life groups, which are focused 

on particular tasks and issues, can be a particularly 

effective way of making improvements in schools.  The advantages of such collaborative groups are: 

 The time commitment is known in advance – staff have an understanding of what they are 

committing to, what the task is, and how they can bring their skills and expertise to the table. 

 A shorter, intense period of working can be fitted better into working patterns, and lead to 

more rapid progress. 

 More people can get involved over the course of the academic year – we can achieve more 

with greater engagement and participation from everyone. 

 Short-life groups, such as a Learning Circle, can focus on a particular strategic area, which 

contributes to the overall aim of school improvement. 

Learning Circles are flexible, peer-directed learning experiences.  Learning Circles are built upon the 

idea that every member has something to contribute and that every member has something to 

learn. 

There is a group facilitator whose job is to assist the discussion, not to determine subject matter or 

set the agenda.   

 

What will the Learning Circles look at? 

There will be six Learning Circles, each one looking at developing strategies for applying one of the 

Learning & Teaching Principles from the new policy: 

1. Developing skill is as important as developing knowledge 

2. Pupils have a responsibility to play an active part in their learning 

3. Teaching should promote the active engagement of the learner 

4. Assessment should inform the next steps of learning 

5. Learning outwith the classroom can be as valuable as learning within the classroom 

6. Learning should equip learners for life in its broadest sense 

 



What might be involved? 

Typically, each group will engage with key messages from research about their principle.  There will 

then be a small number of focused meetings, with tasks allocated amongst the group, the work 

completed and implemented.  There would almost certainly be an element of peer observation and 

support.  Tasks might include gaining the views of people from across the school, conducting some 

extra research, helping to draft key frameworks, making a short write-up for our Learning Lessons 

newsletter for staff, or presenting findings to staff.  We see these groups as excellent opportunities 

for staff to contribute their expertise to the school, collaborate with each other and develop their 

own professional learning. 

Ground rules for a successful Learning Circle 

 One person is the facilitator.  This person poses the topic/question to the Circle, gives 

encouragement, and keeps the Circle moving in an orderly fashion.  People can take turns at 

being the facilitator for each meeting. 

 Sit in a circle with no obstructions, such as tables, within the circle. 

 The process begins when the facilitator poses the question or issue. 

 A volunteer in the Circle responds with his or her thoughts on the topic. 

 The person sitting to the right or left of the first respondent speaks next, followed one by 

one around the Circle until everyone has spoken on the subject without interruption. 

 Participants may choose to pass rather than speak.  After everyone else in the Circle has 

taken a turn, the facilitator goes back to those who passed and allowed another opportunity 

to respond. 

 Only after everyone has had a chance to speak is the floor opened for general discussion. 

 Listen carefully and accurately, making sure that the group is hearing what each participant 

has to offer. 

 Maintain an open and positive mind; feel free to explore ideas you might have rejected in 

the past. 

 Make sure you communicate with the whole group, not just some within the group. 

 

Learning Lessons Newsletter 

Every couple of months I‟d like to publish a short newsletter that will be shared across the staff, and 

possibly the wider Albyn community in time, demonstrating our professional learning in action.  It 

will help to communicate better the good practice we are doing and developing, and it will also help 

support the new PRD arrangements.  Ideally we would release the first edition before the summer 

break.  Articles should be short, and are best accompanied by a photo where possible.  Articles can 

be submitted at any time to David. 

 

 

 



C. Learning Circle Remits & Starting Points 

1. Developing skill is as important as developing knowledge 

Key research: 

 Deliberate Practice 

o http://expertenough.com/1423/deliberate-practice 

o https://www.apa.org/education/k12/practice-

acquisition.aspx?item=1  

o http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-

leadership/dec10/vol68/num04/What-Teachers-Gain-

from-Deliberate-Practice.aspx 

 Resilience 

o http://www.youngminds.org.uk/training_services/youn

g_minds_in_schools/wellbeing/risk_and_resilience 

 Thinking skills et al 

o http://geoffpetty.com/for-teachers/skills/  

o http://geoffpetty.com/for-teachers/active-learning/ 

 Independent Learning 

o http://www.tes.co.uk/article.aspx?storycode=6008340  

 

 

 

 

Remit 

As a group, explore ways that the descriptors and ethos of this 

principle can be applied.  The essence of this principle is that all our 

teaching, school-wide, needs to have a clear focus on skills rather 

than just on delivering and learning content.  “Skills” range from 

literacy through to resilience, independence through to co-operation.   

I suspect that a Deliberate Practice model will help us to achieve the 

clearer integration of skills into our lessons, but I could be wrong on 

this and am open to ideas. 

Hopefully the outcome from your group‟s work is a “teaching skills 

framework” for all teachers to use along with some examples of good 

practice. 

 

  

A. Lessons, and series of lessons, 

are structured and planned 

with skills-based outcomes 

informing each stage of 

delivery. 

B. Outcomes must be organised 

in terms of knowledge and 

skills with lesson structures 

focusing on those outcomes. 

C. Pupils should be made aware 

of the intended knowledge 

and skills outcomes of their 

lesson and these outcomes 

are reviewed and assessed at 

the end of the lesson. 

D. There should be a school-wide 

common language regarding 

certain skills, such as literacy 

skills, so they are recognised 

by pupils when studying 

different subjects. 

 

“To thrive in the twenty 
first century, it is not 
enough to leave school 
with a clutch of exam 
certificates. Learning 
capacity is as much a 
matter of character as it is 
of skill. The aims should be 
to make pupils curious, 
independent, reflective, 
resilient, brave and 
collaborative.” 
 

Professor Guy Claxton 
(2008) 

http://expertenough.com/1423/deliberate-practice
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2. Pupils have a responsibility to play an active part in 

their learning 

Key research: 

 John Hattie: 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedde

d&v=rzwJXUieD0U 

 Growth Mindset: 

 http://ayearofproductivity.com/transform-your-mindset/ 

 http://blogs.edweek.org/teachers/classroom_qa_with_larry_

ferlazzo/2012/10/response_classroom_strategies_to_foster_

a_growth_mindset.html 

 Scientific American article 

 

 Independent Learning: 

 http://teaching.unsw.edu.au/guideline11 

 http://whatedsaid.wordpress.com/2010/06/29/10-ways-to-

encourage-students-to-take-responsibility-for-their-own-

learning/  

 http://www.theguardian.com/teacher-network/teacher-

blog/2013/jun/13/project-work-students-independent-learning-

school  

 http://www.curee.co.uk/files/publication/%5Bsite-

timestamp%5D/Whatisindependentlearningandwhatarethebenefi

ts.pdf  

 http://www.curee-

paccts.com/files/publication/1230895821/Getting_pupils_to_take_

greater_responsbility_for_their_own_learning_during_collaborative

_group_tasks.pdf 

 Personalised Learning: 

 http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/StudentDiversity/Ill

ustrations-of-personalised-learning 

Remit 

As a group, explore ways that the descriptors and ethos of this 

principle can be applied.  The essence of this principle is the best 

way to get pupils to take greater responsibility for their learning is 

to model it ourselves.  Not all pupils will progress at the same rate, 

and so there needs to be a focus on personalising the learning 

outcomes.  We need to give pupils the opportunities to learn 

independently, and to constructively fail.  However, the main goal 

here isn‟t to expect pupils to flail about in the dark – we need to 

give pupils clear guidance and instruction so to get them started 

and confident at learning independently.   

Hopefully the outcome of this group will be a framework for all 

teachers to use, that includes key messages and vocabulary, to 

foster greater pupil responsibility. 

A. Pupils should be made aware of the 

progress they have made, and the steps 

they need to take to further their 

learning, and desire to improve. 

 

B. Pupils should be encouraged to take 

steps, both within and outwith the 

classroom, to develop their learning 

skills by: 

i. actively and consciously utilising their 

textbooks, notes and jotters to discover 

and understand more information.  

This can be achieved through activities 

such as annotating, highlighting and 

mapping. 

ii. asking questions of the teacher to 

learn new information; they should not 

expect the teacher simply to tell them. 

iii. asking questions of themselves.  For 

example, “how does this fit with …?”, 

“what have I learned today?” and “how 

does this fit in with the exam?” 

iv. not fearing making mistakes and so 

developing growth mindsets to take 

the opportunity to learn from their 

mistakes. 

 

C. Teachers should encourage independent 

learning through on-going structured, 

personalised, learning activities.  

Examples include research tasks, 

problem solving, peer teaching, 

hypothesis testing, making choices. 

 

D. Pupils are encouraged to develop a 

sense of mastery and ownership over 

their learning so to encourage a desire 

to accomplish and sharpen their 

abilities.  

Effective teaching occurs when the 

teacher decides the learning 

intentions and success criteria, makes 

them transparent to the students, 

demonstrates them by modelling, 

evaluates if they understand what 

they have been told by checking for 

understanding, and re-telling them 

what they have been told tying it all 

together with closure.  

John Hattie (2009) 
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3. Teaching should promote the active engagement of the learner  

Key research: 

 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi 

o http://www.ted.com/talks/mihaly_csikszentmihal

yi_on_flow  

 John Hattie: 

o https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player

_embedded&v=rzwJXUieD0U 

 Engaging pupils:  

o http://www.ted.com/talks/ramsey_musallam_3_r

ules_to_spark_learning 

o http://www.ted.com/talks/ken_robinson_how_to

_escape_education_s_death_valley  

o http://www.tes.co.uk/article.aspx?storycode=633

8480  

 Lesson ideas: 

o http://geoffpetty.com/for-teachers/better-

teaching/ (and a large part of his website) 

 

 

Remit 

As a group, explore ways that the descriptors and ethos of this principle can be applied.  The 

essence of this principle is that there are a range of teaching tools out there that can engage and 

motivate pupils, as well as develop their ability as learners.   

Whilst the whizz-bang whistles-and-bells lesson is all rather splendid, the active engagement of the 

learner involves ensuring that pupils are actually learning, not just having a nice time. Likewise, 

simply providing a range of activities that ought to be learning opportunities isn‟t enough either. We 

all need to verify – in real time, in your lesson – that learning is happening and has happened in your 

lesson. And it has to be something that every child in that lesson is doing, not just most.   

Hopefully the outcome of this group will be a series of great resources, tried-and-tested on our 

pupils, for all teachers to use.  You might also recommend ground rules that all staff would be 

required to follow on this issue. 

 

  

A.  Pupils should be engaged and 

motivated through: 

i. Having a variety of creative 

ways to express themselves; 

ii. Having a variety of well-

judged, imaginative activities 

that foster curiosity, 

enjoyment, hard work and 

imagination; 

iii. Pupil-centred lessons so that 

teacher is 

initiator/facilitator/challenger, 

so that pupils discover new 

learning themselves and are 

„in flow‟ for most of the time; 

iv. Lessons involving challenge 

while being mindful of 

individual needs. 

http://www.ted.com/talks/mihaly_csikszentmihalyi_on_flow
http://www.ted.com/talks/mihaly_csikszentmihalyi_on_flow
https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=rzwJXUieD0U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=rzwJXUieD0U
http://www.ted.com/talks/ramsey_musallam_3_rules_to_spark_learning
http://www.ted.com/talks/ramsey_musallam_3_rules_to_spark_learning
http://www.ted.com/talks/ken_robinson_how_to_escape_education_s_death_valley
http://www.ted.com/talks/ken_robinson_how_to_escape_education_s_death_valley
http://www.tes.co.uk/article.aspx?storycode=6338480
http://www.tes.co.uk/article.aspx?storycode=6338480
http://geoffpetty.com/for-teachers/better-teaching/
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4. Assessment should inform the next steps of learning 

Key research: 

 Assessment for Learning: 

o http://www.betterevidence.org/uk-edition/issue-

7/formative-assessment-an-enabler-of-learning/ 

o http://geoffpetty.com/for-teachers/feedback-and-

questions/ (and this website in general) 

o http://reflectionsofmyteaching.blogspot.co.uk/search/l

abel/Learning%20to%20Learn  

o http://www.journeytoexcellence.org.uk/resourcesandc

pd/research/summaries/rsassessment.asp  

o http://www.tes.co.uk/teaching-resource/Assessment-

For-Learning-Toolkit-6020165/  

 Growth Mindsets: 

o Scientific American 

o http://ayearofproductivity.com/transform-your-

mindset/  

o http://blogs.edweek.org/teachers/classroom_qa_with_l

arry_ferlazzo/2012/10/response_classroom_strategies_

to_foster_a_growth_mindset.html  

 Feedback methods:  

o The Albyn Feedback for Learning Framework 

o http://www.saide.org.za/sites/default/files/course_desi

gn/Race%2034%20Using_feedback.pdf 

o http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-

leadership/sept12/vol70/num01/Seven-Keys-to-

Effective-Feedback.aspx  

o http://www.teachthought.com/learning/20-ways-to-

provide-effective-feedback-for-learning/  

o http://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003

/225831/Developing-

Effective_Feedback_for_Learning.pdf  

 

Remit 

As a group, explore ways that the descriptors and ethos of this principle can be applied.  The 

essence of this principle is effective feedback, which is based on assessment, can raise attainment by 

a grade or more.   

The issue is two-fold: 1) having good feedback for learning processes in place, and 2) engaging 

pupils with the feedback process.  Hopefully the outcome of the group will be some tried-and-

tested resources for colleagues designed to support good feedback processes that engage pupils 

effectively in the process.  You might also list further recommendations for how we can further 

improve on this area. 

A. Teachers should systematically and 

effectively check pupils‟ 

understanding throughout lessons 

anticipating where they may need to 

intervene. 

B. Feedback should encourage pupils 

to be involved with their learning. 

C. Feedback should focus on skill, 

knowledge and understanding.  It 

needs to provide information, 

encouragement and diagnosis of 

what has been well or badly done 

and how both could be improved. 

D. Assessment should advance learning 

as well as determine that it has 

taken place. 

E. Pupils should know what „level‟ they 

are at, and can identify skills and 

habits they need to develop in order 

to improve further, and be 

motivated to strive to meet these 

targets. 

F. Where possible, self-evaluation 

should be built in to the learning 

process so that pupils act 

independently of the teacher.  

G. Pupils should be encouraged to give 

constructive feedback to fellow 

pupils to help the process of 

learning remain engaging and 

challenging. 
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5. Learning outwith the classroom can be as valuable as learning within the classroom 

Key research: 

 The co-curriculum 

o http://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-

network/blog/2013/jan/22/student-development-

university-curriculum-design  

o http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/educationadvice/103

28847/Extra-curricular-activities-are-worth-the-extra-

effort.html  

 Homework 

o http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-24126000  

o http://www.tes.co.uk/article.aspx?storycode=6319948  

o http://www.theguardian.com/uk/2007/jan/28/schools.educa

tion  

 Revision and study habits 

o http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/studyskills/  

o http://www.educationworld.com/a_curr/profdev064.shtml  

o https://www.teachervision.com/study-skills/skill-

builder/6393.html  

 Home-school dialogue 

o http://www.hfrp.org/publications-resources/browse-our-

publications/effective-home-school-communication 

o http://www.leadermagazine.co.uk/articles/meaningful_dialo

gue/  

o http://www.aracy.org.au/publications-

resources/command/download_file/id/7/filename/Parental_

engagement_in_learning_and_schooling_Lessons_from_rese

arch_BUREAU_ARACY_August_2012.pdf  

o http://www.teachingtimes.com/articles/bridging-the-

gap-communication-parents-pupils-schools.htm  

 Formal learning outside of the classroom 

o http://www.creativeeducation.co.uk/blog/index.php/2011/0

6/learning-outside-the-classroom/  

 Self-directed learning 

o The new School Homework Schedule  

o http://www.uncollege.org/9-tips-for-effective-self-directed-learning/  

 

Remit 

As a group, explore ways that the descriptors and ethos of this principle can be applied.  The 

essence of this principle is that learning doesn‟t only go on in the classroom: it goes on everywhere, 

all the time.  This principle, therefore, throws the net very wide, and it may be that this group 

decides to pare things down a bit, bearing in mind there is some overlap with other principles here 

too. 

Hopefully the outcome from this group will be guidance for all teachers on: the running of co-

curricular activities, the nature of the homework we set and mark, the nature of how we support 

pupils‟ revision efforts, and/or parental involvement in the learning process.  Some, or all of it, will 

be evidenced from your own experiments and efforts in your own teaching.  

A. Learning outside of the classroom 

has value in encouraging personal 

positive growth, confidence and 

skills. 

B. Pupils should be encouraged to 

understand, and make progress in, 

the skills and knowledge they gain 

outside the classroom. 

C. Pupils need to take responsibility for 

all aspects of their learning, 

particularly homework and 

reinforcing their learning through 

high levels of engagement, regular 

revision and good study habits. 

D. There should be home-school 

exchanges of knowledge and skills 

where teachers encourage a two-

way dialogue of expertise and 

support, validating pupils‟ home and 

community learning experiences. 

E. Pupils should be encouraged to take 

an independent and proactive 

personal interest in areas that 

develops their intrinsic (non-exam 

focussed) excitement about their 

interests, hobbies, and aspirations 

and areas of expertise. 
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6. Learning should equip learners for life in its broadest sense 

Key research: 

 http://www.tes.co.uk/article.aspx?storycode=6008340 

 http://www.wholechildeducation.org/assets/content/mx-

resources/WholeChild-MakingTheCase.pdf  

 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/natalia-mehlman-

petrzela/educating-the-whole-child_b_1321422.html  

 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/People/Young-

People/gettingitright  

 Mindfulness in schools 

o http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6mlk6xD_xAQ  

o http://www.theguardian.com/education/teacher-

blog/2013/jun/24/mindfulness-classroom-

teaching-resource 

 Positive relationships 

o http://www.ascd.org/publications/books/105124/

chapters/Developing_Positive_Teacher-

Student_Relations.aspx  

 Collaborative learning 

o http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/learningte

achingandassessment/approaches/collaboration/ 

o http://www.edutopia.org/stw-collaborative-

learning  

 Values Education 

o http://www.valuesbasededucation.com/ 

 Critical Thinking 

o http://www.theguardian.com/teacher-

network/2012/sep/12/critical-thinking-

overlooked-in-secondary-education 

o http://www.thinkingschool.co.uk/resources/thinkers-toolbox/critical_thinking 

 

Remit 

As a group, explore ways that the descriptors and ethos of this principle can be applied.  The 

essence of this principle is that there is no use imparting knowledge and skills without looking after 

the overall wellbeing and personal development of the children we teach.  This has a moral 

dimension, as well as a soft skills dimension, and should not be restricted solely to a few 

departments to deliver.  Albyn has a lot of strengths in this area, and co-ordinating them further 

could further improve what we do. 

Hopefully the outcome from this group will be a series of recommended approaches that could 

further enhance the wellbeing of our pupils. 

A. Learning should go beyond a 

narrow attainment agenda: social, 

moral, spiritual and cultural aspects 

of learning need to be undertaken. 

B. The focus on the whole child should 

involve the promotion of a positive 

morality and personal responsibility. 

C. Pupils should be encouraged to 

recognise the value of positive 

relationships with teachers and with 

their peers for their learning 

benefits.  

D. Teachers need to take the time to 

train pupils to work in groups for 

the positive effects on higher 

conceptual learning, academic 

attainment, behaviour and 

relationships. 

E. Lifelong Learning Skills can be 

developed through activities 

designed to improve long-term 

memory and aid understanding. 

F. Critical Thinking skills are developed 

and demonstrated across the 

curriculum in all year groups 

through a firm sense of enquiry and 

structured questioning through 

curriculum subjects. 
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Appendix: Key Terms from the Learning and Teaching Policy 

 

 



 

 



 

 


